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What do ninth graders in the United States know about democracy and democratic 
principles? What attitudes do they have toward civic issues? What experiences have 
they had in democratic participation and how engaged do they expect to be in the 
political arena as adults? How do youth in the United States compare with their peers in 
other nations on indicators of civic knowledge and engagement? Those questions and 
others were addressed in the recent Civic Education (CivEd) study conducted under the 
auspices of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(lEA). This Digest discusses the main findings of the United States portion of the lEA 
CivEd study. 

THE lEA CIVIC EDUCATION STUDY. 



Twenty-eight countries participated in the large-scale international study, which was 
carried out in two phases. In Phase 1 , researchers developed case studies of civic 
education in their particular countries (Torney-Purta and Others 1999). The United 
States case study drew upon a variety of data sources (Hahn 1999). The researchers 
conducted a literature survey and a textbook analysis. Additionally, they surveyed the 
50 states, conducted focus groups with teachers and students, and interviewed experts 
in civic education. In addition to contributing to the case studies, information from Phase 
1 provided the basis for developing instruments in Phase 2 of the study. 

Phase 2 tested nationally representative samples of 14-year-old students on their civic 
knowledge (including both content and skills), concepts, attitudes, and experiences. The 
sample for Phase 2 in the United States consisted of 2,81 1 ninth graders from 124 
nationally representative public and private schools (Baldi and Others 2001). 
Questionnaires were administered to American students in October 1999. At the same 
time, an administrator in each of the selected schools completed a school 
questionnaire. 

KNOWLEDGE. 



The mean score of U.S. students on the knowledge test was significantly above the 
international mean (Baldi and Others 2001 ; Torney-Purta and Others 2001). 
Additionally, the two sub-scales of the knowledge test-content and skills-were 
examined separately. American students performed at the international mean on the 
content scale and significantly better than students in all other countries tested on the 
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civic skills scale. Skills include the abilities to distinguish fact from opinion, interpret 
political cartoons, and comprehend political messages. 

In Phase 2, 70 percent of school administrators reported that their school required a 
social studies course in the ninth grade, but 30 percent did not (Baldi and Others 2001). 
Moreover, only 55 percent reported that they required of ninth graders five to six periods 
of a civics-related subject such as civics, history, or social studies. Sixty-five percent of 
students reported that they studied social studies in school almost daily (presumably, in 
addition to taking required courses, some students were enrolled in electives). 
Importantly, students who reported studying social studies in school almost every day 
scored higher on all three achievement scales (content and skills, as well as overall 
knowledge) than students who studied social studies twice a week or less (Baldi and 
Others 2001). 

Other factors associated with students' performance on the knowledge aspect of the 
lEA CivEd test included socioeconomic variables, race/ethnicity, and participation in 
extracurricular activities. Students who performed well on the civic knowledge test 
attended schools with a small percentage of students who were eligible for the free and 
reduced lunch program, had parents who had completed comparatively more years of 
school, and had many home resources, such as books and a daily newspaper (Baldi 
and Others 2001). On the 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
researchers also found that socioeconomic factors were associated with civic 
achievement (Lutkus and Others 1999). 

In the lEA CivEd study no gender differences were found for U.S. students on the 
knowledge test as a whole or on the items measuring knowledge of civic content (Baldi 
and Others 2001); however, females significantly outperformed males on the measure 
of civic skills. With respect to race/ethnicity, white students scored higher than African 
American and Hispanic students on overall knowledge and on both sub-scales. 

Students born in the United States had higher civic knowledge scores than students 
born outside the United States (Baldi and Others 2001). Similarly, NAEP Civics reported 
no gender differences in civic knowledge and whites outperformed African American 
and Hispanic students (Lutkus and Others 1999). 

Many ninth graders who participated in extracurricular activities earned higher civic 
knowledge scores than students who did not (Baldi and Others 2001). Moreover, not 
only students who participated in student government, but also those who participated 
in sports, arts programs, community volunteer work, and religious organizations did 
better than students who did not participate in those activities. It is noteworthy that the 
percentage of ninth-graders who reported that they participated in voluntary activities to 
help the community-50-was identical to the percentage reported in the NAEP Civics 
(Lutkus and Others 1999). Moreover, it was higher than the percentage reported by 
students in any of the other 27 countries participating in the CivEd study (Torney-Purta 
and Others 2001). 
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ATTITUDES. 



The lEA CivEd study assessed students' attitudes toward a number of civic issues. Nine 
out of ten U.S. students supported women's political rights and agreed that women 
should run for office and have the same rights as men (Baldi and Others 2001). This 
was substantially more supportive than U.S. students had been in the previous lEA civic 
education study (Torney and Others 1975). In the recent assessment, U.S. students 
along with students from only three other countries (Norway, Sweden, and Cyprus) 
were above the international mean both in support of rights for women and of 
immigrants (Torney-Purta and Others 2001). Among the American students, students 
born outside the country were more supportive of immigrants' rights than those born in 
the United States (Baldi and Others 2001). Additionally, Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial 
ninth graders reported more positive attitudes toward immigrants' rights than did white 
students. Female students tended to be more supportive of both women's rights and 
immigrants' rights than male students. There were no differences among students from 
different socioeconomic backgrounds on the immigrants' rights scale. Students from 
higher socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds, however, were more supportive of women's 
rights than those from lower SES backgrounds. Additionally, ninth graders were 
assessed for their attitudes toward a number of government institutions, toward their 
country and its symbols, and toward international relations. 

EXPERIENCES. 



Ninth grade students reported participating in a variety of civic-related activities, and 
they expected future participation as adults. Close to 60 percent of students said that 
they discuss national government and politics with teachers and adult family members 
(Baldi and Others 2001). Fewer reported discussing international politics; 52 percent 
said they have such discussions with teachers and 43 percent said they have them with 
adult family members. Only 18 percent reported they discuss international politics with 
people their own age; 30 percent reported discussing national politics with peers. 

Almost 80 percent of the United States ninth graders reported that they obtain news 
from television (Baldi and Others 2001). Fewer reported reading newspapers to obtain 
national news (62 percent). These percentages are lower than those reported by 
students in most other countries (Torney-Purta and Others 2001). 

One third of United States ninth graders reported that they participated in a student 
council or student government and 20 percent said that they worked on a school 
newspaper, two forms of school-level civic participation. As noted previously, half of the 
students said that they had participated in a group conducting voluntary activities in the 
community. Further, 40 percent said that they had participated in a charity that collected 
money for a social cause. 

Ninth graders in the United States expect to be actively engaged adult citizens. 
Eighty-five percent said they expect to vote in national elections (Torney-Purta and 
Others 2001 ). Almost 30 percent said that they probably or certainly would write letters 
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to a newspaper about social or political issues. Eighteen percent expected to be a 
candidate for a local political office (Baldi and Others 2001). 

CONCLUSION. 



The lEA study reveals that in civic education, American students are doing well when 
compared to their peers in other countries. For the most part, ninth-grade students in 
the United States are becoming knowledgeable, caring, and engaged citizens of a 
democracy. 

The picture, however, is not equally positive for all students. Students from low-income 
families and communities and African American and Hispanic students do not do as well 
on civic knowledge tests as their more affluent and white peers, a finding that is 
consistent with much other research in the United States (Lutkus and Others 1999, 
50-53). 

Copies of "What Democracy Means to Ninth-Graders: U.S. Results From the 
International lEA Civic Education Study" can be obtained from the U.S. Department of 
Education, ED Pubs, P.O. Box 1398, Jessup, MD 20794-1398; toll-free 
1-887-4ED-Pubs. The report is also available on the World Wide Web at 
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys. 
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